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About the Institute
Potomac Institute for Policy Studies’ (PIPS) academic department named International Center for 
Terrorism Studies (ICTS) has been a successful cornerstone of the academic understanding of Al 
Qaeda in the 21st century. The Institute is lead by professor Yonah Alexander who has been the 
head of the program since its very beginning in 1998. A few months before the September 11 attack 
on New York City and the Pentagon in Virginia, the International Center for Terrorism Studies 
published its pathbreaking work “Usama Bin Laden’s Al Qaida” which came to be one of the 
leading books in understanding the Al Qaeda organization and the different groups and leaders 
affiliated with the Al-Qaeda threat after 9/11. Since then the institute and professor Alexander has 
published several books and reports on the threat from terrorists worldwide. 
The ICTS is run solely by Professor Yonah Alexander with a research coordinator, four to five 
research assistants and up to ten interns in the summer period. As the Potomac Institute for Policy 
Studies is a not-for-profit institution only the professor and the research coordinator has an income 
from the work done at ICTS. 
During my internship and stay at the International Center for Terrorism Studies I became a vital part 
of the research and work done in the spring of 2012. I learned a great deal on how the institute was 
organized and how the research was conducted. An important factor for the work at ICTS, is the 
role of prominent academics, politicians and military personnel. Through seminars, meetings and 
discussion panels with different actors from across the world, ICTS contributes to define and shape 
the current political understanding and discourse of terrorism. With this, ICTS are creating a wide 
variety of reports that gives insight and analytical pointers on what is happening in the near future 
of the given threat or subject of interest. 
In my first days and throughout my stay I was surprised to find that ICTS did not have a theoretical 
or general method on how to define terrorism, violent organizations and other terrorism related 
concepts. The lack of theoretical definition and methodology is exemplified in this report by the 
ICTS online publication Daily Terrorism News (DTN). The publication is uploaded daily to the 
ICTS website and contains open-source articles on terrorism incidents collected from different news 
websites. The articles are in general categorized after regions, but some countries and topics, such 
as Afghanistan and maritime terrorism have their own categories. There is no theoretical or visible 
definition on what qualifies as terrorism, nor how the articles qualify as being terrorism related. As 
the DTN assignment was done by one person, shifting daily, terrorism in the DTN publications, 
among others, were subjective to the person collecting the articles. This is not clear or visible to the 
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user of the daily publications. One is being presented a terrorist incident without knowing why this 
is defined as terrorism. This creates a critical and problematic work process both internally within 
the organization as well as for the academic user of the website. Internally, the person working on 
DTN will use his or hers subjective definition of terrorism and terrorists, while users of the 
publication will see different incidents being presented as terrorism one day, but perhaps not the 
next. 
In my work and experience at ICTS, the lack of theoretical definition and methodology  created 
several inadequate publications as the structure and definitions of concepts such as terrorists, 
terrorism and terrorist attacks could change from one chapter to another, from one daily publication 
to the next. 
The problematic definition of terrorism
In this report I aim to demonstrate how the absence of theory and methodology within an academic 
organization such as ICTS is an obstacle in the creation of academic work using Daily Terrorism 
News as an empirical example. The focus of this report will be how theory and methodology is a 
necessary mean for an academic understanding of terrorism, using different theories and examples 
to substantiate my argument. The problematic issue of an absent methodology is not only an 
internal one for the academic organization, but can also become a vital critique for users of the work 
of ICTS, as the lack of definition and methodology when conducting research makes one question 
the underlying work and references of the publications in small as well as large publications. 
A lack of definition can create several critical questions and analytical misinterpretations when not 
fully elucidated. When researching terrorism it can be difficult to distinguish attacks from criminal 
organizations from terrorist organizations, violence as a political mean from violence as a mean in 
conflicts as they use many of the same techniques and methods to achieve their goals. Even harder 
can it be to distinguish and analyze on political violence executed from a single person with no 
relation to a terrorist organization from the rogue individual of a known and legal terrorist group, 
who acts on his own. What are we to make of this and how do we analyze these different cases? The 
above questions and problematics suggests that defining and understanding terrorism and terrorists 
as a threat is vital when trying to analyze and create patterns between incidents, individuals and 
groups we want to define as terrorism.
In this report I aim to show that institutional academic work, such as the work of ICTS, could 
benefit in several ways by defining and clarifying their theoretical and methodological standpoint. 
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Through theoretical discussion and comparison I will try to create  a useful theoretical and 
methodological concept of terrorism which can be used to define and analyze terrorist incidents as 
the ones published in the Daily Terrorism News. 
Thesis
On the basis of the above mentioned problematics the thesis statement of the report is: 
How can a reflected theoretical definition of terrorism in the academic and organizational work of 
the International Center for Terrorism Studies benefit and strengthen its research and analysis and 
which challenges does terrorism as an applicable definition face?
It is important to emphasize that the objective of this report is not to construct a bare criticism of the 
work of ICTS, nor undermine their work, but to demonstrate the vitality of theory and methodology 
when working with constructed discourses such as terrorists and terrorism. This report aims to be a 
constructive criticism and reflection of the need of visible theory and methodology in the academic 
terrorism debate. This work is done with inspiration from my experiences at the ICTS, the research 
processes and the organizational culture. 
Methods and theoretical reflections
When writing a report on the vitality of definitions, theory and method one is verging on the route 
of meta-philosophy when trying to answer: Which method should I use to show why theory and 
method is important? 
It is important to clarify this paradox as not to create a scientific theoretical obstacle for the work of 
this report. As terrorism is a complex concept I aim to use examples that represents inductive and 
deductive methods to show how some elements of terrorism has been the same throughout time 
despite society, culture and rule of government, whereas other elements are infrequent and can be 
understood and analyzed using different approaches. In general, contemporary terrorism studies are 
subject to a critical realistic approach where the subject matter, its causal relations and the 
underlying reasons are not always equal to the observable. Terrorism has proven to be one of the 
contemporary threats where interdisciplinary studies are essential to finding future-oriented 
solutions with respect to international, national and local differences. Social science, psychology, 
political science, economical and historical studies are all important research areas when trying to 
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understand the background and reasons for becoming a terrorist, the movements of terrorist groups, 
political aspirations and violence as a means. 
Empirical data critique
The empirical data used in this report is mostly gathered from the ICTS publications, especially the 
Daily Terrorism News (DTN). These publications are used to show how a lack of definition, method 
and theoretical framework can create very subjective and misinterpreted acts of terrorism. As DTN 
is a somewhat new concept commenced in March 2012 there is not sufficient data to show 
evolvements in the definition and discourse of terrorism on the basis of the DTN publications. For 
this part historical and theoretical data will be used to show the evolving character and perspective 
of terrorism. 
Terrorism as a concept
Terrorism as a definition is almost impossible to formulate if one is trying to make a consistent and 
global definition. To conceptualize a contemporary and applicable definition of terrorism that takes 
historical, political and critical perspectives into consideration, it is bound to be insufficient. The 
emergence of new organizations, new political agendas and violent attacks sets for a changing 
perception of terrorism. When terrorism as a definition is considered continual, but ever changing 
as a discourse at the same time, it has to be reflected upon and clarified when used in academic 
terrorism research and analysis. This again, reflects back on the problematic issue that this report is 
trying to elucidate: The need and priority to clarify and state ones given reflections and definition of 
terrorism is an important task when producing academic analytical publications. 
It is important to clarify the difference between the concept of terrorism and the definition of 
terrorism. The concept of terrorism can widely be understood as a theoretical frame for the 
definition of terrorism. It embraces terrorists, terrorist incidents and other related subjects. As the 
definitions of terrorism are manifold and has changed through history, so have our perception of 
what defines a terrorist and a terrorist incident. Terrorism has been defined and perceived as being 
anarchistic to anti-monarchic to anti-capitalistic to anti-democratic. The definition of terrorism is 
contemporary to our use of the term in judicial, academic, political and journalist work. 
This report will have a focus on the concept of terrorism as a theoretical frame and is an attempt 
analyze the general repetitive patterns of terrorism, creating a useable definition for academic work. 
By doing so it becomes easier to analyze and clarify contemporary terrorism and define it in a 
various of contexts such as cultural, sociological, economical and political.
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Experiences working at ICTS
I have written this chapter to sum up some of my assignments and experiences I have gained during 
my stay. By doing so I aim to give the reader a better appreciation of ICTS and the different work 
tasks and challenges that this report aim to problematize. Lastly, this chapter intents to clarify the 
structure of ICTS and appellations used at the institute. 
Upon my arrival to the Potomac Institute for Policy Studies the staff group consisted of ten people: 
Professor Yonah Alexander, the research coordinator, four research assistants and four interns. The 
routine for new interns consisted of drafting and learning the Daily Terrorism News and The 
Weather, which is the internal publication of DTN only used by the Professor and the staff. The first 
week these would be checked by a research assistant for revising and constructive critique. The 
website of ICTS, called IUCTS.org, was first online in march 2012, why Daily Terrorism News was 
not online when I began my internship. I have therefore had a lot of influence on the development 
of the website and the Daily Terrorism News formatting and the online publication process. As this 
was a new area for the ICTS staff and myself, the need for cooperation and agreement on the goals 
of the website was essential for the publication. When I below describe the Daily Terrorism News 
and the Weather, I am taking the online publication into consideration based on my own experiences 
and the reflections of other research assistants and interns I have talked to.  
The Weather And Daily Terrorism News
When learning how to do The Weather the interns get a “How to” document and a list of news 
websites and organizations from all over the world that should be checked as for news to put on the 
Daily Terrorism News. The new interns would also receive a copy of the templates as well as the 
newest publication of The Weather and Daily Terrorism News to learn and copy the formatting of 
the page. The “How-To” document explains how to find the relevant template files on the network 
hard-disk and that one should search for relevant stories published on the given date. After finding 
these stories one or to paragraphs of the article is copied to the The Weather to give some 
background on the story, where as in the Daily Terrorism News only a few sentences will be copied 
to the template. The online version therefore holds less information, but instead a hyperlink to the 
given story, whereas the The Weather will have more information on the incident, but no hyperlink. 
The Weather refers to the original article by writing its address in the bottom of the story. 
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Furthermore, The Weather has cross references if the article falls under more than one type of 
terrorism which is not part of the online version either. 
The Daily Terrorism News and The Weather are formatted by categorizing different types of 
terrorism and regions. The formatting is very different in the two publications. The Daily Terrorism 
News categorizes by regions, where The Weather is categorized by different type of terrorist attacks 
such as Foreign Affinity Terrorism (which is ICTS’s description of lone-wolf and solo-terrorism), 
Super-Terrorism, Suicide Terrorism as well as regions and themes as Terrorism and Technology 
among other categories. Some countries have their own category, such as Afghanistan and Iraq 
because of the high level of incidents from known terrorist organizations. As Daily Terrorism News 
was not fully thoroughly reviewed before publication of the IUCTS website, some of the first online 
publications still have the categories of the internal publication, The Weather. 
The Weather and the Daily Terrorism News was an important part of the work as it had to be 
published daily. As previously mentioned the interns would shift daily so everyone would get used 
to the research procedure and to implement a fair division of labour. Other projects was usually 
handed down by the professor or the research coordinator. These projects were often research and 
analysis assignments on a given terrorist group or an area where these groups were had an active 
profile. In the spring of 2012 one of the bigger assignments was the development of the two 
websites Professor Yonah Alexander had planned. The first website was the 
terrorismelectronicjournal.org which was an online journal that the professor several years ago 
planned with other prominent colleagues, which was put on hold. The website is a bi-annual journal 
focused on the various research themes and aspects on the subject of terrorism 
(terrorismelectronicjournal.org: editors note). The website work became a collective effort of all the 
ICTS staff which included administration of reports, files, books and documents for the website, 
uploading, generating texts, abstracts and unifying the website as a whole. The other website, 
IUCTS.org is the Inter-University Center for Terrorism Studies, which can be understood as the 
umbrella organization of ICTS and its affiliations. On the IUCTS website the coherence between 
ICTS and IUCTS is stated as such:  “The joint mission of IUCTS and ICTS is to contribute to policy 
discussion and debate on the scope and nature of the current and future threat of 
terrorism.” (iucts.org: about us)
The work on the IUCTS.org website included many of the same labour assignments as the 
terrorismelectronicjournal.org, but had a larger archive which needed to be organized and uploaded 
to the website. The plan with the IUCTS site was to create an online profile for the ICTS and 
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Professor Yonah Alexander visible for the public, academics and other organization interested in the 
work of ICTS. With a Daily Terrorism News publication and current updates on events and 
seminars hosted by the ICTS the aims of the website are to become more dynamic and reach more 
people interested in terrorism studies and research. 
 
Reports, chapters and analysis at ICTS
During the spring of 2012 several reports, still unpublished, were created. Reports covering the 
threat from Boko Haram in Nigeria, the one year anniversary of the Arab Spring and an analysis of 
the current terrorism situation in the Caucasus region were among the analysis and research 
assignments. Often the labour would be divided by country or theme, so one person would make a 
chapter on Nigeria’s economic situation and corruption whereas another would write chapter on 
religious differences as an example. In reports covering a region the division would often be per 
country so one person would write about the current situation in two to three countries on the 
background of individual research. Working on these reports guidelines were given to create 
continuity to the structure of the compiled report. This structure consisted of an overview of the 
country and the current situation, an outlook and analysis on whats to expect in the near future, as 
well as timeline on current terrorist incidents and important measures from government or the 
international society. Terrorism in the North, West and Central Africa - From 9/11 to the Arab 
Spring from January 2012 is a published example of the framework generally used (Alexander, 
2012). The benefit of this structure is that it creates a continuity and and overall design for the ICTS 
reports which is very user-friendly. 
When a chapter was finished the norm was to have it peer-reviewed a couple of times making 
rewrites and changes. Interns would usually have it peer-reviewed by research assistants, who also 
worked on their own chapters or countries. When all the countries and chapters were finished the 
design of the report would begin, while Professor Yonah Alexander would go through the report. 
Professor Alexander would then write the preface for the report and sent it to be review by the 
Potomac Institute for Policy Studies Press which also included grammatical changes. 
Many of these projects and their processes happened with very little supervision from Professor 
Alexander, who would instruct on what he visioned and then review it upon near-completion of the 
final draft. Theoretical and methodological questions and contradictions were handled by the 
research coordinator who would answer on the grounds of experience of what the professor would 
usually like to see or have in a report. The lack of theoretical and methodological guidance in the 
work made many interns go to other organizations such as the Department of Defense, the US 
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PATRIOT Act and the United States Code to find a useable definition of terrorism and how to 
define groups and affiliations. These individual judgements on how to analyze and work with the 
definition of groups and terrorists gave different analytical results at times as interns or research 
assistants would have different references to what and how terrorism should be analyzed and 
viewed. Especially in reports where whole regions were analyzed, one country could have a focus 
on the political situation and terrorism, whereas another country would have a focus on inter-
religious conflicts and tensions. As there was no methodological or theoretical guidelines on how to 
go about the analytical elements of the report it often came down to the subjects own definitions 
and interests in the research process. 
As mentioned earlier, one of the aims of this report is to show that a reflection of theory and 
methodology is important when working with concepts and definitions that tends to change 
discourse and meaning in different regions, societies, cultures and laws. 
In the next chapter I will reflect and analyze incidents of terrorism on the basis of the above 
mentioned theory to demonstrate how an applied theoretical definition can alter the research on 
terrorism and terrorists. The theory will be more in-depth oriented and use examples from Daily 
Terrorism News Publications and empirical examples from history to create a comparative 
perspective in the analysis, showing the evolvement of terrorism. 
Structure of analysis
In this chapter I will shortly review the structure of the analysis and the theories applied. 
First, to distinguish and define terrorism from other types of organizations, violence, tactics and 
strategies I will introduce three theories with different perspectives on how to define terrorism. I 
argue that these theories have different strengths and weaknesses and by combining their individual 
strengths it is possible to discuss and analyze terrorism as a concept.  
Secondly, I will analyze and discuss the concept of terrorism on the basis of the applied theories. 
The analysis and discussion of terrorism aims to create a general and useable concept of terrorism 
to be applied in the Daily Terrorism News and other ICTS reports. 
With the reflections and conclusions made in the theoretical analysis of terrorism as a concept I 
argue the benefits and weaknesses that the Daily Terrorism News publication have, using my 
concept of terrorism analyzed in the previous section.  
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Third, I will analyze and discuss how defining  such a complex and ever-changing concept as 
terrorism can create different impacts if not thoroughly reflected upon. A lack of definition or a 
vague outline of one, can produce one-track minded research and analysis if not reflected upon. 
Lastly, I will conclude on the essential parts of the discussions and analytical points in the report 
and summarize selected reflections on the basis of my experiences at ICTS.
Applied theory
A common saying among terrorism academics is that there are more people studying terrorism than 
there are terrorists. In the post 9/11 era this might be more than plausible, which might be another 
reason why the picture of what defines terrorism is so distorted. In this report I will introduce 
different critical and prominent theories of terrorism which includes several aspects of what defines 
terrorism, terrorists and the terrorist act. I will in brief present the different authors and theories 
used as they cover different aspects of terrorism and are good examples on the many different 
schools of thought in terrorism studies. First, I will introduce a theory which takes the state and 
terrorist relationship into consideration through history and political development. Secondly, I will 
narrow down to the terrorist organizations and how to distinguish and define them more closely in a 
contemporary view. Third and last, I will argue that terrorists and terrorist organizations, contrary to 
common belief, are not irrational or illogical in their collective strategies.
The concept of terrorism has developed over time and has been changing in size, violence, 
organizations, ideologies, terminology and psychology. On the basis of the political frame and 
perception, terrorism has developed through history, dating back to its articulated political 
construction in the French Revolution and the 1793-94 régime de la terreur (Sagan, 2001: 459)1. 
The political framing of terrorism have had, and still has, a vital importance for the perception of 
terrorism and terrorist today. Mikkel Thorup and Morten Brænder ‘s chapter titled “Undtagelse og 
terror” (State of Emergency and Terror) illustrates how terrorism has changed from being a judicial 
conservative, where man is inflicted by terror to maintain the judicial status quo, to being judicial 
establishing, where a new radically different political agenda attempts to be constituted (Thorup & 
Brænder 2007: 47ff). The latter is often the one we are relating to terrorism today. Thorup & 
Brænder will be used in this report to argue that terrorism and state are related through the 
10
1 The word terror or terreur is here being articulated for the first time as a politically used definition. “Terrour” 
as a term dates back earlier and was used by Thomas Hobbes to explain man’s fear of death used by 
government force (Thorup & Brænder 2007: 42f).
constitutionalized political framework. Changes in the political framework or the state’s perception 
of terrorism can alter its definitions and organizations radically. A terrorist organization can only be 
defined through the establishment of power (the state), why over time groups has been legitimized 
and delegitimized with a change of political frame or government standpoint (Thorup & Brænder 
2007: 54). 
As Thorup and Brænder are useable to understand the relation between state and the perception of 
terrorism through time, they fall short on their definition of what terrorists and terrorist actions 
encompasses. Their term “terrorizing characters”2  are broadly defined and have only been 
identified in its relation to the state (Thorup & Brænder 2007: 54). Their theoretical input is 
important to show the political framing of terrorism and its dependence on state structures for 
legitimacy or de-legitimacy, but do not offer any theoretical means to define terrorist organizations 
or terrorist incidents in an analytical definition or as a tool. 
The political framing of defining terrorism is also noted by Bruce Hoffman in his work “Inside 
Terrorism”. Hoffmann shows how US Department of Defense, US Federal Bureau of Investigation 
and the US State Department emphasizes different aspects of terrorism in their definition. On this 
basis, Hoffman argues, that they all prioritize their own departments interests, why none of them are 
flawless or applicable as a general definition of terrorism (Hoffman 1998: 37ff). Instead of trying to 
define terrorism from security oriented state departments or statistical frequencies of elements that 
are most generally being related to terrorism, Hoffman argues that through distinction it is possible 
to create a more accurate definition (Hoffman 1998: 41). By distinguishing terrorism from other 
types of crime, such as guerilla warfare, ordinary criminals, assassins and violent cartels, etc, we are 
able to see terrorists and terrorism more distinctive. Terrorism and the terrorist definition as a 
deliberate creation to pursue political goals and exploit a fear through violence are very distinctive, 
though they may have overlapping tactics and methods as other violent groups (Hoffman 1998: 
43f). I will analyze and discuss these distinctions more thoroughly in later chapters.  
With Bruce Hoffman’s theoretical input terrorism and terrorists can be distinguished from other 
types of violence and thus it becomes easier to frame terrorism and the definition of terrorism. 
Though Hoffman’s theory enables us to analyze terrorism from different aspects,  ineluctably 
related to political aim and motives, he does not define how to perceive terrorist acts and logic. By 
understanding and narrowing down how to define the logic of terrorism we are again able to 
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2 Translated from danish: Terroristiske figurer
distinguish the terrorist act from other acts of violence which may follow a different logic and 
psychologic pattern. 
In the chapter Logic of Terrorism in Walter Reich’s “Origins of Terrorism - psychologies, 
Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind”, Martha Crenshaw argues that terrorism is not irrational 
acts of violence, but often a strategic and logic calculated analysis based on the available means of 
the group (Crenshaw 1998; 10).
Crenshaw argues that terrorism should be understood as an expression of political strategy that 
follows a logical and rational choice made by an organization instead (Crenshaw 1998, 7f).
This approach allows for incorporation of social and psychological research as it is based on 
organizational collective judgement and decision making, which implies that they choose their 
strategies of opposition by reviewing their observations, experiences and ideological assumptions. 
Approaching terrorism as a collective rational strategic choice, Chrenshaw adds, has the advantage 
that it allows for constructing a standard from which deviations can be measured (Crenshaw, 1998: 
9). This allows our concept of terrorism to be analyzed from several factors, where the strategic 
logic of terrorist organizations are expressed and “standardized”, while the group’s formation and 
aims can be distinguished from other violent groups and individuals with the application of 
Hoffmanns theory. 
Crenshaw adds to her argument that terrorist organizations have several strategic alternatives to 
choose from than violent opposition, why radical and extremists groups often makes a cost benefit 
calculation to decide their course of action (Crenshaw 1998, 20). There are several advantages in 
terrorism, when a group who wants their issues on the public and political agenda. Attention from 
government and the public raises awareness, inspiring resistance by example, group affection and 
spreading insecurity to create ungovernable situations are among some of the advantages a group 
can benefit from (Crenshaw 1990, 17ff). But not to forget, terrorism has high costs as a strategic 
choice. The terrorist attack often creates government reaction and it is hard to calculate whether the 
attack will be sufficient enough to pose an ungovernable situation or spread the amount of 
insecurity needed to create a revolt (Crenshaw 1990, 16). Another cost is the loss of popular support 
and alienation from the general public, especially in incidents that claims innocent lives. Terrorist 
groups who justify killings of innocent often refer to the attack being a counter-respond to 
perceived government violence or an absence of their given agenda. This might be difficult for a 
general population to grasp, which often makes terrorist groups elitist in the popular perception and 
in other radical environments (Crenshaw 1990, 17). The willingness of terrorists to take on the 
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responsibility to free the people and postpone mass participation in the given cause, might be 
considered a harmful strategic choice to others of same ideological or political belief. 
Strategic and rational logical considerations and calculations are an important factor when 
analyzing terrorist organizations. The willingness to accept the risks of violent opposition is a 
method that requires group acceptance and care calculation as it can jeopardize the goals and 
agenda of the organization. 
When taking strategic and psychological elements into consideration when defining terrorism it is 
important to emphasize that strategic calculations are only one of several factors leading to 
terrorism (Crenshaw 1998, 24). Furthermore it is important to distinguish between the applied 
strategic choice as a collective matter and the psychological processes and choices of the individual. 
For the individual to accept the means of terrorism on the basis of a group’s political agenda and 
goals, the subject undergoes a process of radicalization which varies vastly. This report will be 
focusing on the collective strategic logic of terrorism as a means and not the individual process of 
accepting the groups goals and priorities.
To summarize the above-mentioned theories, they all represent different aspects of terrorism which 
are pivotal in understanding and defining terrorism. Thorup & Brænder’s theory contributes with a 
historical and political frame in which it is possible to understand the role of the state and the 
terrorist organizations’ relation. This also gives us the possibility to reflect upon and criticize 
elements of state behavior regarding terrorism and shows how using terrorist definitions created by 
the state can become insufficient when analyzing contemporary and future terrorism. Hoffman’s 
contribution enables us to distinguish and keep a critical approach to the terrorist organization, 
which is useful when trying to define terrorism and its actors. While some methods and tactics 
might overlapse, the violent intelligence and the political agenda of the terrorist organization makes 
it possible to analyze the differences from other violent organizations and criminals, making sure 
that the concept of terrorism does not become diluted or misinterpreted. Lastly Crenshaw enables us 
to confine our definition and concept in the psychological and strategic aspect. Taking several 
factors into perspective, Crenshaw shows the severity of terrorism and how to perceive the terrorist 
attack. 
These theories all covers different aspects of terrorism and together cover several weaknesses they 
might have individually. By discussing and analyzing the important elements of these theories and 
methods, I hope to demonstrate how theory and reflections upon these can help elucidate a complex 
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and manifold concept as terrorism. In the next chapter I will analyze and discuss the above 
mentioned theories and attempt to formulate a concept of terrorism. Afterwards, by involving 
examples from the DTN publications and my own experiences at ICTS, I will apply this theoretical 
concept to the DTN publications, to exemplify the need to reflect and explain the use of theory and 
methodology when researching and analyzing terrorism.
Analyzing Terrorism
When researching terrorism and terrorist organizations it is easy to get lost in the massive amounts 
of data that are available from internet sources and empirical databanks such as RAND 
cooperation’s terrorist databank and the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism’s data 
collection (START). Newspapers from all over the world are on a daily basis delivering articles on 
violence and attacks against civilians, diplomats, government institutions and military troops to 
name a few. To distinguish terrorist attacks and terrorist organizations from other violent attacks and 
groups there are several elements to take into consideration. As terrorism has become an 
international phenomenon and several organizations have taken their causes international, I claim 
that we have let us seduce by Al-Qaeda’s network and tactics and define anything that is remotely 
close to these tactics as terrorism. There are several reasons for this definitional dilution, which I 
will get back to later in this chapter. When distinguishing terrorism from other groups there are 
several aspects to consider. In this analysis I will focus on the political aspirations and motivation of 
the actor, the structure and character of the organization and the use of violence as a means. 
Political aspirations and motives
To define terrorism and terrorist organizations there are several elements that distinguish terrorist 
from other violent organizations and groups. Terrorism is a political irregularity within a regular 
political framework. It is the de-legitimate use of violence to enhance political motives of the 
terrorist. The use of violence is essential to define a terrorist, but the motivation and aim of violence 
originates from a political belief and standpoint. Terrorism is not bound to one particular ideology, 
religion, region or class, but is based around a political ethos that differs from one terrorist 
organization to the next. What is often referred to as “islamic terrorism” or “religious terrorism” can 
also be traced back to a political ethos. Religion is thus used as a framework for a societal and 
political structure bound to the given religion. Islamic oriented terrorist organizations often refers to 
religious political terminology such as sharia law and emancipating the ummah, which are the 
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religious based law and the common used term for the pan-arabic islamic state (Burleigh 2009: 
346-351). Though the violent tactics might not differ from other criminal organizations and actors, 
its international political aspirations and the field of operation being global can have crucial 
significance for the perception of terrorism.
Organizational structure and character
Furthermore, a terrorist organization is distinguished by being a non-state or subnational actor. As 
terrorist organizations can be, and often are, de-legitimized and criminalized by states and 
international institutions, terrorism is in its core known characterized by being in opposition to the 
state system. As terrorist organizations are politically motivated, the actions of these groups are de-
legitimized in the political framework because of their violent character, challenging the legitimized 
brute force executed by the state (police, military etc). (Thorup & Brænder 2007: 53).
The violent character of modern terrorism, being international oriented, is often pivotal when a state 
institution de-legitimizes a terrorist organization. 
A terrorist organization is different from other types of violent organizations in its structure and 
visibility. Narco cartels and guerrilla organizations are often visible in the open public and have 
some form of territory they own or are willing to protect for other reasons than political ones. Narco 
cartels often hold territory to control drug trafficking or production, where guerrilla militia units are 
known to secure roads and pathways for themselves and friends. Guerrilla warfare is broadly 
accepted as being armed groups who operates as a military unit attacking other enemy military 
forces (Hoffman 1998, 41). Narco cartels and guerrilla units are also visible, though not always in 
the general public, but are territorial to a certain area where they exercise physical control. Terrorist 
organizations do not have the same functionality of being territorial and avoid military contact as 
much as possible when not engaging in a terrorist attack on military interests. Terrorist 
organizations are structured  to operate underground not to get caught. They are in their nature 
physically mobile, moving around and creating safe-havens and cells instead of a territorial domain. 
The structural hierarchy is based on an altruistic perception of doing something for the greater 
good, why members of a terrorist organization are very individual in their believe and reason for 
being part of the organization. They share a perceived interdependence of meaning and value, 
though the radicalization is very individual (McCauley & Moskalenko 2011: 90f). The use of 
henchmen, egocentric reasons, such as money or safety, are infrequent in these organization, but are 
more often seen in militias, guerillas and cartels (Hofmann 1998, 43).
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Violence as a calculated strategy
Terrorist organizations uses the same tactics and violent means as other criminal organizations and 
“ordinary” criminals. The use of violence is considered the means to an end by most, but also here 
we can find several distinctions. The terrorist organization is motivated by a political goal and uses 
violence as a strategic and calculated mean to attain specific ends. Terrorism is very useful as an 
agenda setting function to proclaim the organizations political cause (Crenshaw 1998: 17). 
Furthermore terrorism can have long term advantages to inspire others or win affection towards the 
organizations cause (Crenshaw 1998: 17ff). This distinguish the terrorists from ordinary criminals 
whose motivation and purpose for using violence often are more personal, such as material gains. 
The violent means of “ordinary” criminals are not meant to have consequences for anyone else than 
the targeted victims that stands in the way between the criminal and the material gain he wishes to 
obtain. The violent act does not have any political message and is often an irrational act based on 
the situation, rather than a strategic and rational consideration to use violence as a choice and 
thereby draw attention to their agenda. The violence used by terrorist organizations is supposed to 
affect the public opinion whether for inflicting psychological fear in the public or draw attention to 
unfair circumstances and thereby obtain members by affection to the cause. 
With this theoretical discussion and analytical distinguishing from other types of non-state violent 
organizations it is possible to derive several defining factors of the concept of terrorism: 
1. It is political in motivation and goals, both short and long-term. 
2. Is has an intentional violent character or threatens violence with psyhocological repercussions 
that affect on a larger scale, for example societal fear. 
3. It is executed by a terrorist organization with an common and political ideal and cause and often 
has a hierarchal command structure. 
4. Terrorists are subnational or non-state actors without any legitimate political power. 
5. Terrorism is a calculated and rational chosen strategy used as a mean to gain societal attention 
towards the organization and its cause. 
Terrorism as applied in Daily Terrorism News
If these above listed factors are being taken into consideration when defining and researching 
terrorism, ICTS would have a theoretical and substantial foundation for analyzing terrorism 
thoroughly, while still being able to analyze on trends, emerging groups and worldwide incidents 
related to terrorism. Still there will be “grey zones” that can be questioned, such as state sponsors of 
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terrorism. The official list of state sponsors of terrorism currently holds four countries: Cuba, Iran, 
Sudan and Syria (State.gov: ). When researching terrorism and these countries one should look for 
related terrorist activities. This could be known financial trades with groups or an altering of 
opinion or sympathy towards an attack etc. By confining such factors irrelevant articles on these 
countries would be excluded. To argue that because of their status as state sponsors of terrorism 
everything they do should be monitored and related to terrorism will cause for more 
misinterpretation than relevant research and analysis. 
In my internship period, these reflections and theoretical arguments were not applied by the ICTS, 
why several definitions and subjective reasons for adding articles to DTN publications were used. 
By applying the narrowed down concept of terrorism I have discussed and analyzed above on the 
Daily Terrorism News, we see that there is indeed several subjective and misguided definitions of 
terrorism incidents. Below I will analyze and compare several examples of articles from DTN with 
the theoretical framework and analytical definition given above. 
In conflict ridden areas such as the Middle East, South Asia and the Maghreb politics and 
cooperations between governments become a part of the Daily Terrorism News. In the July 16, 
2012 publication of DTN it was reported that North Korea’s military head was relieved from his 
post allegedly because of illness (DTN, 16.07.12: 4). The article has no relations to terrorism, nor is 
North Korea a country that is claimed to be a state sponsor of terrorism (Bbcnews.com: 16.07.12) 
The political and regional conflicts of North Korea are not terrorist related and the DTN creates a 
misperception and subjective understanding of terrorism being North Korean politics. There are 
several similar examples, such as June 8, 2012 where four articles especially stands out. With 
headlines as “Israel to expel illegal African immigrants”, “Tribal clash in Chaghi kills 16 people”, 
“E.Congo mutiny rakes over regional ethnic wounds” and “Germany reveals secret techie solcier 
unit, new cyberweapons” these articles cover different regions and themes (DTN, 08.06.12: 1-6). As 
two of the articles are subjected around violence, respectively in Chaghi and Congo, they are not 
concerned about terrorism, but local tribal disputes and subnational militia groups. (Dawn.com: 
08.06.12)(Reuters.com: 08.06.12) Though these are indeed violent incidents, it is a 
misinterpretation to use these as act of terrorism. The violent acts mentioned in the articles have no 
political or ideological goals, but are rather territorial and concerned with ethics and laws of war. 
Neither is the the article on German cyberweapons about terrorism. The article is concerned with 
cyberwarfare development and how Germany has implemented these in military operations with 
other nations. The article holds holds no context about terrorism or the use of internet technology by 
terrorists (Theregister.com: 08.06.12) The latter article on Israel’s expelling of illegal African 
17
immigrants holds no context of terrorism, but is concerned with crime rates and the threat and 
destruction of jewish character in Israel because of these crimes (Guardian.co.uk: 08.06.12)3. In 
short, these articles are hardly news about terrorism and far from being incidents of terrorism. 
Among other phenomenons are the misperceptions of organized crime and narco cartel violence 
being terrorism. The Daily Terrorism News publication of May 4, 2012 has several examples of 
organized crime, such as “Mafia muscles in on Russian cyber crime”, “three journalists slain in 
Mexico’s Veracruz” and “El Salvador gangs expand truce to school zones” (DTN, 04.05.12: 1-4). 
The organized crime world uses many of the same tactics as terrorists do and the violence these 
execute causes fear among citizens. Gangs and narco cartels in South America is a known and 
serious problem, but cannot with above given theoretical analytical definition be defined as 
terrorism. Gangs and organized crime are rarely political in their reasons of existence. The violence 
afflicted by gangs and cartels is not to send a political message that contains ideological or seditious 
world views, but often a much more personal reason, such as material gain, betrayers, or, in the case 
of the journalists, people who gets to close to the organization and knows too much (AlJazeera: 
04.05.12). Though these acts of violence are dreadful they cannot be considered terrorist attacks or 
terrorist organizations. The concept of “narco-terrorism” does connect terrorist organizations and 
organized crime in the form of cartels as it has been reported that terrorist organizations are using 
drug sale and trafficking to finance their operations (CBSnews: 21.12.10). To use the term narco-
terrorism on violent acts from all organized crime groups is a dilution of the concept of terrorism.
The publications of Daily Terrorism News that are mentioned above are all from different months to 
show how the problem is continual. Though only few examples have been mentioned, the 
subjective use of terrorism causes daily examples of misinterpreted terrorist incidents and acts of 
violence. There are several topics that are repeatedly defined as terrorism which also has been 
shown in the few examples used in this report. Crime and criminal behavior such as narco 
trafficking, rebellions, cartels, different local conflicts and cybercrime are all elements that has been 
accepted as related to terrorism in DTN publications. Foreign affairs of different countries such as 
Iran, North Korea, China and other nations are also being related and published with only a vague 
argument or connection to terrorism. Daily Terrorism News gives an insight in international and 
security related news with a focus on incidents of violence. An assessment of DTN can therefore be 
seen as a subjective dissemination of news with a focus on security and conflicts, rather than a 
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3 As the source in Daily Terrorism News from June 8, 2012 is no longer valid on its original link, I have used 
source, with the same identical text referred to in the publication. As the text is written by Associated Press it 
is used by many news medias. 
prevailing and critical terrorism-oriented publication. Without a theoretical and methodological 
approach the continual misinterpretations of terrorism are highly probable. 
The dilution of terrorism
The current dilution of terrorism in the media is another problematic topic that only substantiate the 
need for a theoretical approach when working academically with terrorism. Terrorism has in many 
cases become synonymous with acts of violence towards civilians, which has effectively broadened 
the societal acceptance and perspective on terrorism as a diffuse and diluted definition. The role of 
the media and the concept of terrorism used in news is not a topic that I will discuss further in this 
report, but it is fair to mention that as the media are becoming a prominent factor in the perception 
of terrorism, the need and importance of academic work to reflect upon the use of terrorism and its 
actors is vast. When the concept and definition of terrorism is omitted from the academic work it is 
easy to succumb to terrorism as a vaguely substantiated concept of violence. 
This dilution of terrorism can have serious consequences as it can be used as a legitimizing mean 
for politicians and state institutions to use more scrutinizing and violent tools in the fight against 
terrorism. With the acceptance of terrorism being almost any kind of violent attack against civilians, 
state authorities can legitimize several forms of brute force to solve the problems at hand. Terrorism 
can easily be used as a manipulative tool to extend to remedies and power of the authorities. As 
mentioned earlier, terrorism today is mostly perceived as being judicial establishing. This means 
that terrorism will try to change the establishing powers as a whole in theory. Red Army Faction 
(RAF), Al-Qaeda, People’s Will among others have tried through violent means to create 
revolutionary political agendas, challenging the political and judicial system to fit their world 
views. The societal and state fear of such radical changes are often handled by extraordinary 
measures by the state to suppress and stop such incidents from happening. With terrorism as a 
concept being broadened by medias, governments and in some cases academic institutions, it 
becomes easier for governments to use extraordinary measures to fight back against terrorism. The 
built in paradox of these extraordinary measures to keep terrorism at bay is the balance between 
freedom and security. When the concept of terrorism is argued to also include violent attacks from 
gangs, rebels and other types of crimes, we allow for more suppressing and brute measures to be 
used against citizens as well. The personal freedom thus becomes expendable for the sake of feeling 
secure from the diluted concept of terrorism. 
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In a more critical theoretical school of thought the use of extraordinary means to keep civilization 
secure can also be viewed as the preservation of hegemonic dominance to keep control of the 
production of ideas, beliefs and cultures by the westernized international system (Butko 2006: 
147f). In this perspective: ...“whether “terrorists” have been branded anti-capitalists, anti-
democratic, anti-Christian (or even worse, secular/atheists/anti-God), anti-Western, or anti-
American - in each case, from the radicals of the French Revolution, to the communists threat, or 
event the Islamic fundamentalists of today - all were believed to pose a significant danger to the 
hegemonic powers of their time.” (Butko 206, 148). 
Summarizing observations and conclusions
Taking these observations into consideration, ICTS would benefit in its academic work by having a 
theoretical reflection of their use of terrorism in its daily publications and other works. Terrorism as 
it is currently used by the media is broadly defined and can produce confusing analytical data if 
these articles are not critically sorted. On the other hand, by following a definition issued by a state 
institution can easily create research priorities that follow the interests of these institutions. The 
current use of the concept of terrorism in Daily Terrorism News is very subjective to the person 
who is collecting the articles and draw up the publication. As shown above this comes with a price, 
where subjective articles are being added to the publication as there are no methodological or 
theoretical guidelines on how to approach articles or define terrorism. Daily Terrorism News gives 
the reader an insight in international and security oriented news with a focus on violent incidents 
from all over the world. The dissemination of news can be used to create an overview of 
international violence, though ICTS as a publisher and sender of collected articles and knowledge 
on terrorism could benefit from creating a visible and reflective theoretical definition of terrorism as 
well as visibility of the methodological approach used in their work. 
Concluding remarks
Above I have attempted to give analyze and discuss the problematics of not using a visible 
theoretical definition exemplified by my internship and the work of ICTS. It has been my aim to 
answer the following thesis: How can a reflected theoretical definition of terrorism in the academic 
and organizational work of the International Center for Terrorism Studies benefit and strengthen its 
research and analysis and which challenges does terrorism as an applicable definition face?
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The lack of theory compose a constitutional problem when working with terrorism and makes it 
hard to define what should be understood as terrorism. The same goes to show within the field of 
methodology. The approaches and methods used when writing a report or a daily document alters in 
quality and definition in the absence of methodology. When analyzing and working with changing 
definitions and discourses such as threats, terrorists and terrorism, a theoretical framework and 
methods create a continuity in quality and processes of the publication. 
I have attempted to analyze and confine the concept of terrorism with a theoretical framework that 
covers several important elements of terrorism, such as the state-terrorism relationship, 
organizations, psychology, violence and strategy. With this theoretical frame there were several 
elements that could be derived on terrorism: Terrorism is politically motivated and has an 
intentional violent character with large scale repercussions to follow. It is executed by a non-state or 
subnational actor or organization with a common political ideal and strategy. The concept of 
terrorism, as it is currently used by ICTS, is distinctively diluted which might be a result of lack of 
theoretical and methodological reflection and guidance. Another perspective is that the concept of 
terrorism in the general debate has been broadened as an effect of the news media covers violence 
against civilians in general on the pretext of being terrorism. Another problematic issue at hand is 
that the extraordinary measures can be taken into consideration by state and international 
institutions with consequences for the balance between freedom and security if terrorism is not 
thorough reflected upon as a confined concept. 
On this basis the Daily Terrorism News as presented in this report have several misinterpretations of 
terrorism due to the lack of theoretical framework and methodology. The daily publications 
becomes subjective to the person writing, instead of being of a continuos, dependable character. The 
lack of theoretical and methodological guidance within the organization is therefore also worth 
mentioning. 
As a independent and not-for-profit organization, ICTS has the privilege of being able to apply an 
academic and reflected theoretical framework and methodology that would strengthen their 
academic profile if made visible. This would be beneficial internally for the current and future staff 
of ICTS, as well as strengthen its academic profile externally for the users of ICTS’ Daily Terrorism 
News and other reports. 
To engage in a critical and reflected discussion on terrorism is important on academic, judicial and 
societal levels. As we are in an era of terrorism being the enemy the need for understanding, 
reflection and critically scrutinizing this concept seems more essential than ever. 
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